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Competition, contention, and debate have been part of human culture 
almost since its very beginning. J. Huizinga, now already a half century 
ago, demonstrated how contest or competition, friendly and otherwise, is 
at the root of civilization — the very warp and woof, as it were, of 
human interrelationship!. This integral element of human nature has nat- 
urally left its clear and predominate mark on human culture, but finds its 
most intellectual manifestation in the realm of literature, already in the 
oldest surviving remnants. This competition, or contention, is an element 
found in various genres and literatures, and the development of these 
various genres are almost certainly connected, though these connections 
have yet to be traced out. But one type in particular is devoted almost 
specifically to this theme: the dispute poem, also known as the prece- 
dent poem, which is closely related to the debate poem, or the dialogue 
poem, which is somewhat less contentious. 

Because dispute poems are found over such a wide variety of litera- 
tures and over such a vast expanse of time, scholars are not yet able to 
trace out a detailed, single 'definition', or structural format for the dis- 
pute poem. Nonetheless, the main features are relatively discernible, par- 
ticularly the general format and the general content. They are nearly 
always poetic in form, with two (though occasionally more) antagonists 
engaged in a debate or dialogue, where each proclaims his or her merit 
or virtues. This debate is then followed by a conclusion, or resolution, 
which can be left as self-evident, or determined either by a concession of 
one party or by the decision of a third party, who need not necessarily be 
the narrator. Thus, the basic components can be summarised as follows“: 


! HUuIZINGA, 1949. 
2 Abridged from VANSTIPHOUT, 1990, and MURRAY, 1995. 
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I. introduction of disputants 
II. subject matter of the dispute 
III. the dispute itself 

IV. verdict 


While the length of each section is quite varied, it is clearly category 
III that normally occupies the largest part of the poems. There exist, of 
course, many other variations within these four categories, and there are 
many exceptions to this pattern, but this little schema serves for the 
majority of the examples, as well as for the examples treated below. 

As for the identity of the disputants, in most of the extant examples, 
they are far more likely to be non-human figures who have been person- 
ified for the purpose of the debate. These may be such things as animals, 
plants, seasons, months, foodstuffs, tools, etc. Particular examples of 
non-human disputants found in extant dispute poems include Summer 
and Winter, The Bird and The Fish, Silver and Copper, The Crane and 
The Raven, Wheat and the grain God Nisaba, The Willow and The Lau- 
rel, The Tamarisk and The Palm, the Goat and the Date-Palm, as well as 
such group disputes as the Dispute of the Months, the Dispute of the 
Trees, and the Dispute of the Alphabet, to provide but a sampling. There 
are, of course, examples of dispute poems where the combatants are 
human figures, but these are almost exclusively confined to great histor- 
ical figures or gods; it is generally only in the case of later, Jewish- 
Christian, examples, where these are found, and the disputants here, of 
course, are primarily the great biblical figures. 

Since the seminal study of M. Steinschneider, nearly a century ago”, 
the genre of dispute poem has attracted a great deal of scholarly interest, 
particularly in recent decades^. Scholarly diligence has produced numer- 
ous examples beginning already in the earliest, Sumerian, literature, 
which goes back to the early second millenium BC, as well as in nearly 
all other ancient Near Eastern literatures’. The genre of dispute poem 
has then continued to prosper vertically in “an unmistakable formal line 
from the earliest compositions"? to other Near Eastern and Mediter- 


3 STEINSCHNEIDER, 1908. 

^ See the studies collected in REININK, 1991. 

? [n addition to the studies just mentioned, see, for example, KRAMER, 1961, LAMBERT, 
1960, ALSTER, 1990, VANSTIPHOUT, 1990, 1992, VOGELZANG, 1991, VAN DER TOORN, 
1991. 

^ REININK, 1991, p. 3. The term “vertical” also comes from this work; it refers to the 
chronological development of the genre, while the term "horizontal" refers to other 
related literary genres of debate. 
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ranean literatures: numerous examples exist in Egyptian’, Hebrew?, Ara- 
bic”, Persian!°, and Greek!!. And from these, the dispute poem found its 
way into such medieval literatures as Old Norse!?, Provencal'”, Old 
Irish'*, LatinP, Dutch'?, German", French?, Spanish!”, and Italian”. 
These few can no doubt be vastly expanded by scholars in other fields. 

In Syriac Christian literature, one finds numerous examples of the dis- 
pute poem^*!. Less than half a century ago it was Pierre Grelot who first 
noted that its ancient Mesopotamian roots were still discernible?. This 
line of development of the dispute poem from Mesopotamian literature 
to Syriac literature has been traced out more recently and more fully by 
Robert Murray”. But, it has been largely due to the efforts of Sebastian 
Brock that so many examples of this genre in Syriac literature are now 
available in modern editions and translations. Brock has himself gath- 
ered together a collection of more than fifty examples of various Syriac 
dialogue poems, from as early as the fourth century to medieval exam- 
ples, and even some modern examples, many of which he has published 
or is in the process of editing?. The dispute poem in Syriac can be found 
in all three of Syriac's primary poetical forms: the mémrá, pl. mémré; 
the madräsa, pl. madrase; and the sugitd, pl. sugyatà, though this last is 
probably the most common. As it is of great importance for the devel- 
opment of early Christian literature, mention should be made here that 


7 MASPERO, 1886. 

8 VAN BEKKUM, 1991. 

? LITTMANN, 1951, MASSE, 1961, WAGNER, 1962, MATTOCK, 1991. 

19 ETHÉ, 1882, KUIPER, 1960, MASSÉ, 1961. 

11 WERHAHN, 1953. 

2 WippING, 1959. 

13 KNOBLOCH, 1886, SELBACH, 1886, KÖHLER, 1959. 

14 DATTIN, 1902. 

15 WALTHER, 1984, SCHMIDT, 1991. 

16 AXTERS, 1943. 

17 JANTZEN, 1896, KASTEN, 1973. 

15 KNOBLOCH, 1886. 

1? KRAEMER, 1956, FIORE, 1966. 

20 STIEFEL, 1914. For more general, comparative, studies, see REISS, 1969, FROLEYKS, 
1973, and Bossy, 1976, and the general bibliography in REININK, 1991, pp. xi-xx. 

2! For a long time, scholars knew primarily only of those attributed to the fifth-century 
Eastern Syrian writer Narsai; see NARSAI, 1896, but cf. Murray, 1995, pp. 180-184, for a 
brief review of others. 

22 GRELOT, 1958. 

2 MURRAY, 1995; see also BROCK, 1979, 1989. 

?4 BROCK, 1979, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1985, 1987, 1989, 1991. 

235 Many were first published in BRock, 1982. A list of both published and unpub- 
lished examples can be found in the various footnotes in BROCK, 1984; this list is now 
updated in BROCK, 1991, pp. 117-119. 
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the Syriac sugftà almost certainly constitutes the primary source of the 
Byzantine kontakion?e. 

Brock has on more than one occasion discussed the various types of 
these Syriac dispute poems, which he tends to refer to as dialogue 
poems, and has divided the Syriac examples into five basic types on the 
basis of the evenness of the dialogue and the intervention of any narra- 
tive into the dialogue. His classification can be briefly summarized in 
the following schema": 


I. Formal dialogue with alternating stanzas 
II. Dialogue without alternating stanzas 
III. Dialogue with narrative framework. 
More than two interlocutors possible. 
IV. Narrative containing speeches [ exclusively mémré | 
V. Introduction of author into narrative | exclusively memre ] 


As with the more ancient examples, Syriac dispute poems also reveal 
a rich variety in the disputants; here too, personifications are more 
numerous and Brock lists such examples of surviving disputants as the 
Body and the Soul”, Gold and Wheat, the Jordan and the Pishon, Grace 
and Justice, as well as one example of a Dispute between the Months”. 
But in Syriac one also finds a good number of examples in which the 
disputants are biblical figures. For example, Brock lists surviving dis- 
putes between Cain and Abel, Abraham and Isaac, Joseph and Potiphar's 
wife, Mary and Gabriel, and even Joseph and Mary. One also finds dis- 
utes between non-biblical, historical, persons, such as found in the dis- 
putes between Nero and Peter, King Shapur and the Martyrs, Helena and 
the Jewish People, and Cyril and Nestorius. Certain others involve 
groups of people, such as in the disputes between John the Baptist and 
the Crowd, Christ and the Pharisees, and Christ and the Synagogue. 

Not a few of these dialogue poems that have survived in Syriac are 
ascribed to the greatest of the Syrian poets, Ephrem the Syrian, who 
lived in Nisibis and Edessa in the fourth century (c.309 — 373) of the 


26 The first lengthy study was that of GROSDIDIER DE MATONS, 1977. His negative con- 
clusion was quickly countered by DE HALLEUX, 1978, PETERSEN, 1985, and BROCK, 1985. 
More recently, however, caution has been urged about deciding in either direction in such 
a biligual milieu; see CAMERON, 1991. The kontakion certainly has classical roots as well; 
see KARAVITES, 1993. 

27 Summarized from BROCK, 1987, 1991. 

28 In addition to BROCK, 1995, see DRIVERS, 1991. 

2 A complete, revised listing in BROCK, 1991, pp. 117-119. 
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Christian era??, From Brock’s publications, however, it is clear that most 
of the dispute poems that claim Ephrem's authorship are of later prove- 
nance. Ephrem is known in his native tradition as the “Harp of the Holy 
Spirit," for the beauty of his various poetic works which the fifth-cen- 
tury church historian Sozomen numbered at 3,000,000 verses?!. Most of 
these verses of Ephrem do not come under the category of the dispute 
poem, but those few of unquestioned genuiness are the dispute poems 
that are found in his collection of the Hymns on Nisibis°. In this collec- 
tion are 9 hymns, Hymns on Nisibis 52-57, 65 and 68, that are disputes 
between Death and Satan. Murray in particular has also noted that sev- 
eral other of Ephrem's Syriac works, including the intervening Hymns 
on Nisibis 58-64, 66-67, while not dispute poems in the strict, formal 
sense, are nonetheless closely related to the formal genre”. 

In addition to these dispute poems in the Hymns on Nisibis, there are 
only three other poems that may be considered genuine Ephremic dis- 
pute poems. These survive, however, only in Armenian translations 
found within a collection of fifty-one Armenian hymns, Arm. Iympınp. 
As with the case of the Old Testament commentaries that have come 
down in Armenian under the name of Ephrem, there are no surviving 
Syriac originals to any of the hymns in this collection". These fifty-one 
hymns, edited by Mariés and Mercier”, constitute a very disparate col- 
lection of hymns on various biblical, ascetical, and sacramental themes. 
The collection includes, among other subjects, hymns on themes in Exo- 
dus, two on Elijah and the Ravens, five on the Eucharist?, and one on 


30 For more detailed information on the life of Ephrem, see BROCK, 1992, and MATH- 
EWS, 1994, pp. 12-56. 

31 SOZOMEN, 1960, III.16. 

?? EPHREM, 1963, which supersedes the old edition of EPHREM, 1866. An old unreli- 
able English translation by J. Stopford, based on old manuscripts, exists in GWYNN, 1976, 
pp. 167-219; the translation of the dialogue poems in question begins on p. 193. 

53 MURRAY, 1995, pp. 174-176. See also his translation of Ephrem's ninth Hymn on 
the Church, in MURRAY, 1980. 

34 Only the Armenian Commentary on Genesis appears to have a Syriac Vorlage, but 
the Armenian is not at all a translation of the genuine Syriac text, but is rather a very dif- 
ferent commentary; cf. EPHREM, 1998. 

> The complete collection of these hymns was first published in Akinian, 1953-56. 
These were later published together in EPHREM, 1957. The text was reproduced with Latin 
translation and notes in EPHREM, 1961. To my knowledge, only three of the hymns from 
this collection have been translated into English: Hymn XLIX in Brock, 1985) 80-82; 
Hymn XLVI in MURRAY, 1989, 65-68, and Hymn IX, see note 41, below. There are 
French translations of Hymn XLVII in MaRiEs, 1954, of Hymns XIV and XV in 
MARIES, 1957 and of Hymns II-IX in Graffin, 1961. 

36 See MARIÈS, 1954. 
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the occasion of the consecration of a Virgin”. This entire collection is 
generally considered to have been translated not long after Ephrem’s 
death. General scholarly consensus is that there is no reason to doubt the 
attribution of these hymns to Ephrem**. Language, style, and the themes 
treated in these poems clearly reflect those found in the genuine Syriac 
hymns of Ephrem. 

Most important for present considerations, there is among these fifty- 
one hymns a small sub-collection, Hymns II-IX, in the numbering of 
Mariès and Mercier, which all treat, in some manner or other, the subject 
of virginity”. It is in this sub-collection that one finds the three exam- 
ples of formal dispute poems. Unlike other disputes in which the contes- 
tants are persons or personified objects, these have personified states of 
life as foes?. Hymn IX is a dispute poem between Marriage (Arm. 
untulim [9 hh, for Syr. Sawtapütä) and Chastity. This hymn is a rather 
short poem which belongs to category III in Brock's schema, set out 
above. After a long argument by Marriage, she is vanquished by Virgin- 
ity in a mere four lines. This hymn has already been translated else- 
where*!. 

Hymns IV and V, with which this article is concerned, are both dis- 
pute poems^^ between Virginity (Arm. Imum[2[uhi, for Syr. b’tulütä) and 
Chastity (Arm. uppmfdhih, for Syr. gaddisütä), a concern of particular 
importance to Ephrem but a concern widespread throughout early Syrian 
Christianity as well?. In these hymns, there is a sustained dialogue 
between the disputants, each given alternating four lines, with a clear 
introduction and conclusion. Therefore, both of these hymns fall rather 
into category I. That the translation of each hymn has preserved the 
response, Syr. ‘unitd, suggests that the Syriac originals were both sugité. 
Brock has noted that most of these Syriac dispute sugfté are acrostics but 


3 See MURRAY, 1989. 

38 See TER PETROSEAN, 1978, BROCK, 00000, and MURRAY, 1995. 

5? MURRAY, 1995, p. 177, notes that some of these are also closely related to formal 
dispute poems. 

40 For a Greek example, see WERHAHN, 1953. 

^! See MATHEWS, 1999. 

42 That they are intended to be serious disputes is clear from the language used in the 
introductory sections of the hymns; Hymns IV and IX refer to the dispute as a ujuunbp- 
uy, lit., a war, while Hymn V employs the Armenian verb du punk, to contend. 

# For Ephrem, see particularly his own Hymns on Virginity; see MCVEY, 1989. For 
general background on this phenomena, see especially, MURRAY, 1975, 11-17, MURRAY, 
1974, and especially MURRAY, 1995, pp. 177-178, where he notes similar concerns in the 
Manichean literature. For these terms and related vocabulary in early Syrian asceticism, 
see GREGOIRE, 1970. 
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this of course can not be verified ın the case of these two hymns as the 
originals do not survive. There was clearly no attempt even to retain the 
original meter. It is also the case that the tune, Syr. gald, usually accom- 
panies each sugitd; it is unclear here whether it did not exist in the orig- 
inal, or whether the translator simply omitted it. Each of the hymns is 
nearly the same length as the other; in Hymn IV, Virginity and Chastity 
go back and forth for seven stanzas each, and then Virginity concludes, 
in 19 lines — not with a victory but with an appeal that perhaps neither 
Chastity nor Virginity herself should boast of God's gifts; instead, they 
should simply be grateful. In Hymn V, the format is the same but Vir- 
ginity receives an eighth stanza, after which she responds with another 
nine lines, this time claiming her superiority but concluding with a 
prayer for those who fall away from their original commitments. 

In both of the hymns translated here, Virginity and Chastity each 
invoke the great biblical figures as evidence of their respective superior- 
ity. And each does so in such a sequence that the two hymns clearly 
belong together and may even have once constituted a single poem. 
Hymn IV invokes solely Old Testament figures, Virginity invoking 
Adam, Joshua, and Elijah, while Chastity invokes primarily Noah and 
Moses. In Hymn V Virginity begins with invocations of Elijah and 
Elisha, but then proceeds to the New Testament figures of John, Paul, 
and Mary; Chastity likewise invokes the Old Testament prophets 
Ezekiel and Daniel, but later invokes the Apostle Peter in her defense. 
As mentioned above, scholarly consensus counts these hymns as gen- 
uine compositions of Ephrem. While the entire collection still awaits 
serious study, it should be noted here that these two dispute poems lack 
the paradox and profound, meditative approach to the biblical text that 
one usually associates with genuine Ephremic compositions^. While 
Ephrem often makes extensive use of the narratives concerning the bib- 
lical figures just mentioned, it is not his customary style to do so with 
such straight forward, almost monotonous, allusions to the biblical text. 
I would suggest, therefore, a certain caution in counting these two 
hymns as being genuine compositions of the great Syrian poet ?. 

The following translation has been made on the basis of the critical 
text published by Fr. Louis Mariés and Charles Mercier, cited above; 
Hymn IV is found on pp. 42-48, and Hymn V on pp. 48-56. The Armen- 
ian translator has clearly made no attempt to preserve the meter of the 


^ See BROCK, 1992, MURRAY, 1976. 
# A translation and study of this entire collection is currently being undertaken. 
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underlying Syriac text, and I have therefore followed suit. I have done 
no more than to set out the lines as accurately as I am able, following all 
my predecessors in attempting to render these hymns into an idiomatic 
English which, at the same time, tries to reflect the Armenian text as 
closely as possible^9. The editors of the Armenian text apparently failed 
to see the four line structure of the dialogue, so I have taken the liberty 
of restoring, in brackets, the headings when there is a change of speaker. 
Unless otherwise noted, the biblical citations refer to the Revised Stan- 
dard Version. 


Armenian Hymn #4 


[ Refrain: ] Blessed is the Lord of Chastity and Virginity, the exalted 
ones*’, 


Blessed is the Bridegroom* who by his coming exalted virginity. 

Both Virginity and Chastity held a contest“? for me 

so that their marvelous deeds might be recounted. 

The two of them pressed me that they might be brought forth 

and that from my lips they might be heard in the churches of the peo- 
ples?9. 


First Virginity spoke and then Chastity; 
Virginity began by saying, 


I was created beforehand at the beginning of the first world?!. 


I was clothed in glory??; I also set down the names”*. 


46 I would like to thank here Dr. Roberta Ervine, who read over the entire translation 
in earlier drafts and saved me from making an even greater number of errors. 

47 The refrain, Syriac ‘ünitä, is a common feature in Syriac poetry, both in madrasé 
and in sugyatá. 

48 This title is already in the New Testament, see Matthew 9:15, John 3:29. 

^ Arm. fuunbk| quuintpugd, lit. ‘to join, engage in battle’. 

?0 That is, the nations or the gentiles; see note 83, below. 

>! Cf. Genesis 1:26; Adam the first human being was, of course, a virgin when he was 
created. 

?? This expression stems from the Peshitta of Psalm 8:6; the Hebrew and Greek both 
read “crowned with glory". The nature of the original nature of man, particularly as it 
pertains to the restoration of man in Christ, is an important concept not only for Ephrem, 
but for early Syriac theology in general; see BROCK, 1981. 

53 Cf. Genesis 2:19. For Ephrem, the granting of names was a great gift from God; 
see EPHREM, 1955, p. 31: “God gave Adam not only rule over everything, which had 
been promised to him, but He also allowed him to bestow names [on the animals], which 
had not been promised to him. If then God did for Adam even more than he had expected, 
how could God have deprived Adam of these things unless Adam had sinned? 

For someone to give a few names to be remembered is not a great thing, but it is too large 
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I received authority over all things, in the sea and on dry land*. 


CHASTITY 


I have overtaken you, O Virginity, for Noah was the beginning of the 
second world’. 
He preserved me in the midst of the ark**; he was delivered by the ark. 
He was delivered from the deluge, the beasts were subject to him. 
By the sign of the rainbow that [God gave to [Noah], 

[God] withheld a deluge on all generations”. 


{ VIRGINITY } 


Mine was the chastity of Noah before you came into existence; 
He kept you for one year only, whereas he preserved me for 500 years 
It was not during that year he preserved you that he surpassed the holy 
ones, 
but he surpassed them in greatness because he preserved me for so many 
years, 

even amidst a licentious generation”. 


58 


and too great a thing for any human being to bestow thousands of names in a single 
moment, without repeating any. It is possible for someone to bestow many names on 
many kinds of insects, animals, beasts, and birds, but never to name one kind by the name 
of another belongs either to God or to someone to whom it has been granted by God.” 
Translation from MATHEWS, 1994, 103-104. See also EPHREM, 1955, 62.1. 

54 Cf. Genesis 1:26. According to the genuine Syriac Commentary on Genesis, “It is 
the dominion that Adam received over the earth and over all that is in it that constitutes 
the likeness of God who has dominion over the heavenly things and the earthly things." 
Ephrem, 1955, p. 23, translation from MATHEWS, 1994, p. 94. This notion was also typi- 
cal of early Antiochian exegesis; for summary, see Alexandre, 1988, pp. 175-188, esp., 
184. 

> Cf. Genesis 8:17-19. 

?6 The fact that Noah preserved his virginity while upon the ark was an important idea 
for Ephrem; see Hymns on Nativity 1.22, Hymns on Virginity 1.10, Hymns on Nisibis 1.4. 
Cf. also, Commentary on Genesis VI. English translation in MATHEWS, 1991, pp. 134- 
144. 

57 Cf. Genesis 9:12-17. 

58 I.e., the one year that Noah was upon the ark. The five hundred years were those 
before he had his three sons; cf. Genesis 5:32. 

> Cf. Genesis 6:1-8. The Commentary on Genesis is almost identical: “During this 
entire time Noah was an example to his sons by his virtue, for he had preserved his vir- 
ginity fo five hundred years among those of whom it was said, All flesh corrupted its 
path.” See EPHREM, 1950, VI.1, MATHEWS, 1994, p. 134. 


152 E. G. MATHEWS 


{ CHASTITY } 


Lo, Moses by his chastity, gave life to a dead piece of wood. 

He destroyed living fish?', he produced gnats that were not alive‘. 

The locusts that came, he destroyed?, he changed water into blood”. 
He multiplied the frogs from the river‘, he increased the boils on 


humans®. 


VIRGINITY 


And lo, by his virginity Joshua destroyed the great Midian. 

He turned back rivers, he led the people across on dry land°”. 

With a shout he brought down the wall®, but Rahab the harlot he let 
live 

Thirty kings he destroyed"? and he led in his people to take possession of 
the land’. 


( CHASTITY ) 


In his virginity, Joshua was [but] a disciple of Moses”. 

He ministered to him in the Tent of worship” and from him received the 
spirit’*. 

The virginity of Joshua was unable to look on the face of the chaste 
Moses 

without the veil of a handkerchief, for he was too weak”. 


{ VIRGINITY } 


In his virginity, Joshua was victorious and slew the army of Amalek’®. 


60 Cf. Exodus 7:9-10. 

6! Cf. Exodus 7:21. 

62 Cf. Exodus 8:16-17. 
63 Cf. Exodus 10:18-19. 
64 Cf. Exodus 7:20. 

65 Cf. Exodus 8:5-6. 

66 Cf. Exodus 9:8-12. 

67 Cf. Joshua 3:14-17. 
68 Cf. Joshua 6:20. 

6 Cf. Joshua 6:22-25. 
70 Cf. Joshua 12:9-24. 
71 Cf. Joshua 11:23. 

72 Cf. Exodus 24:13. 

73 Cf. Exodus 33:11. 

7^ Cf. Numbers 27:15-23, Deuteronomy 34:9. 
75 Cf. Exodus 34:35. 

76 Cf. Exodus 17:13-14. 


ARMENIAN DISPUTE HYMNS BETWEEN VIRGINITY AND CHASTITY 153 


The harlot who converted he preserved", but Akar who was guilty of 
theft he stoned’®. 
Moses remained behind and did not cross the Jordan 

for he was not worthy to cross the river”, 
so Joshua entered and took as an inheritance that land which Moses did 
not inherit??. 


( CHASTITY ) 


Joshua took possession of the land with effort, let us see with whom he 
possessed it. Did he enter and inherit the land with angels? or with 
cherubim or seraphim? 

If he inherited it with Rahab the harlot and with those who worshipped 
a serpent, 

it is clear that it was not because of his unworthiness that Moses was 
deprived of it. 


{ VIRGINITY } 


Virginity overcomes you, O Chastity, by means of its virtues. 
The sun without ears heard that virgin and arrested its course 
and the moon without hearing hearkened and arrested its route. 
[Joshua] arrested the two lights and astonished the entire worldÿ!. 


CHASTITY 


The victory that the virgin Joshua took, the chaste Moses gave to him. 
When [Moses] raised his hands he prevailed; when he lowered his hands 
he was overcome’. 
So if [Joshua] was victorious only by the prayers of Moses, 

the one who caused the victory is greater than the victor. 
If Joshua is great by means of this victory, 
how much [more] should Moses, who caused the victory, be exalted? 


{ VIRGINITY } 
The victory that Moses gave [to Joshua] was by the sign of crucifixion. 


77 Cf. Joshua 6:22. 

7$ Cf. Joshua 7:25. 

7 Cf. Deuteronomy 34:4. 
80 Cf. Joshua 1:2-4. 

8! Cf. Joshua 10:12-14. 
82 Cf. Exodus 17:9-13. 
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When [Jesus] stretched out His hands the two sides were conquered and 
vanquished. 
He vanquished the people whom [Moses] had made victorious, 
and He made victorious the peoples whom [Moses] had van- 
quished?, 
in order to depict the mysteries of ruin and restoration that had [now] 
come to all. 


( CHASTITY ) 


Chastity overcomes you, O Virginity, by its virtues. 
For the son of Amram** divided the sea” 
and destroyed the first born of Egypt in the sea?6. 
He drew back [the waters] and drowned [the Egyptians]*’; 
the waters in the desert he made sweet®®, 
and out of a stone he made twelve streams spring forth°”. 


VIRGINITY 


Look at Elijah, who was a virgin; he bound up the heavens and then 
unbound them”. 

By ravens he was nourished?!, and in Zarephath he restored life to one 
who was dead”. 

The jug and the horn he made flow??, and he brought down fire on his 
offerings". 

He divided the river and crossed over”, and by fiery horses he was taken 
away”. 


83 Here is found a very common word play in the works of Ephrem, and in early Syr- 
iac theology: ea, ‘ama, the ‘chosen people’ or the Jews, and ras, ‘ammé, the peo- 
ples, or gentiles. See further MURRAY, 1975, pp. 41-68. 

84 Amram is the father of Moses; cf. Exodus 6:20, Numbers 27:59, and I Chronicles 
6:3. 

8 Cf. Exodus 14:16-21. 

86 Cf. Exodus 12:29. 

87 Cf. Exodus 14:23-28. 

55 Cf. Exodus 15:25. 

8° Cf. Exodus 15:27, though these twelves streams did not come forth from a rock; for 
the rock, cf. Exodus 17:5-7. Ephrem seems to combine the two pericopes here. 

°° Cf. (TII) Kings 17:1. 

?! Cf. IID Kings 17:4-7. 

? Cf. III) Kings 17:17-24. 
> Cf. (MII) Kings 17:14-16. 
4 Cf. IID Kings 18:36-38. 
> Cf. I(IV) Kings 2:8. 

€ Cf. IV) Kings 2:11. 
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CHASTITY 


You look at the chaste Moses, who in that dwelling saw a host of holy 
angels”. 

He saw God in the briar bush”, and he also saw [Him] on the moun- 
tain””. 

He brought down manna for the people; he also delivered quai 
By a cloud he chased away the gloom, and by a pillar he dissipated the 
darkness!", 


1100 


VIRGINITY 


Certainly not by your habits are you greater than I, O Chastity. 
For no one would have experienced that deliverance from Egypt, 
[solely] by reason of that battle that Moses waged with his virtues. 
It was certainly not because [his] deed or his voice was great, 

but because the Giver was compassionate. 
Because [He] was about to drown the Egyptians in the sea!” 
and was about to destroy the kings of Canaan, 
to slay Og the king, and to put to death the ruler Sihon!®, 
to overthrow Amalek and to destroy the Midianites, 
Therefore [God] worked miracles in Egypt, so that [Israel] might believe 
and not perish. 
He divided the sea to terrify Og and Sihon so that they not be destroyed. 
He worked miracles in the desert so that Amalek might fear and not fall 
to ruin. 
Although [God] thus exerted himself for their lives, they went to do bat- 
tle against him. 
The miracles occurred for the sake of Egypt so that by the miracles He 
might save Egypt. 


?7 Mariés gives the referent here as Exodus 4:24, LXX, where an angel of the Lord 
met Moses, but one angel is not a host, and the angel (simply Lord in the Hebrew and the 
Syriac) here intends to kill Moses for his apparent failure to circumcize his sons. It is 
highly unlikely that Ephrem intends to invoke this pericope here. No specific passage 
states that Moses ever saw a “host of angels", but it is perhaps possible to understand 
Ephrem as inferring that Moses often saw angels while meditating in the tent of meeting 
in the presence of the Lord who came down in the cloud; cf. Exodus 33:7-11. 

°8 Cf. Exodus 3:1-6. 

?^ Cf. Exodus 33:18-23. 

100 Cf. Exodus 16:4-13. 

101 Cf. Exodus 13:21, 14:19-20, etc. 

102 Cf. Exodus 14:27-28. 

103 Cf. Numbers 21:21-35, Deuteronomy 3:1-7. 
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He divided the sea for the sake of Sıhon so that through the sea He 
might save Sihon. 

For the sake of the Amalekites miracles occurred in the desert; 

they wore Moses out by miracles, for they did not believe in his Lord. 
Desist, henceforth, O Chastity, and do not boast in miracles. 

For every gift which is given by the Spirit is not for the boast of 
humankind, 

for it 1s not of his free will, but of Him who labors more than all. 


Armenian Hymn #5 


[Refrain]: Blessing to Christ the King from [His] Virgins and Chaste 
Ones. 


Let the discerning give ear to the contest that took place on earth. 
Virginity contended against Chastity, its yoke-mate, 

that they might demonstrate to their hearers which is the greater and the 
more blessed 

— not in conduct or in deeds, but in the gifts of the Holy Spirit. 

It is evident that Virginity labors much, and great too is Chastity, 
which turned and spit on this earth after tasting it!9^. 

Hear the words of Virginity, and after her [those] of Chastity. 


VIRGINITY 


Look upon the virgin Elijah who put Ahab to death 

and who gave Jezebel to the dogs to eat!®. 

[Ahab]’s sons he put to the sword!?6, and he called down destruction on 
the people!?", 

With fire he destroyed hundreds of men!’ and with his own hands 800 
false prophets!”. 


104 T do not find here any specific referent for this curious phrase; it is perhaps simply 
meant to describe the renunciation of the world by one who chooses an ascetic lifestyle. 

105 Cf. ID Kings 21:1-24. 

106 Cf. IIT) Kings 21:21. 

107 Cf. IID) Kings 17:1. 

108 Cf. II(IV) Kings 1:9-12. 

10 Cf. I(TII Kings 18:19, 40, although the actual total of eight hundred fifty is pre- 
sumably rounded down for metrical reasons, though it should nonetheless be noted that 
the Peshitta here reads nine hundred. 
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CHASTITY 


But Ezekiel, the chaste prophet, journeyed to Sion in his vision!!9; 

he revealed hidden designs and he put those sun-worshippers to 
shame!!!. 

When he went up to the summit he saw chaste ones entering into the 
fire, 

He handed the city over to destruction! and for his kin he apportioned 
captivity! ^. 


VIRGINITY 


Renowned is the virgin Elisha, for he received a double spirit! "^. 


He multiplied bread for the hungry!'ó; he made water flow in the 


desert!" 

He changed water into olive oil!5, and he put an end to death by the 
copper kettle! !?. 

He plunged wood into the water and and on it raised up and drew out the 
iron ^9, 


{ CHASTITY ) 


It is clear that the son of Buzi"?!, after that one 

who had the desire of his pupils taken away from him!”’, 

saw the cherubim [who were] joined together!^. 

He saw the Son above the chariot, and God in the appearance of fire!*. 
He united the scattered bones and with his voice brought the dead back 
to life!. 


110 Cf. Ezekiel 8:3. 

l1 Cf. Ezekiel 8:16-19. 

112 Cf. Ezekiel 10:1-8 

113 Cf. Ezekiel 12:20. 

11^ Cf. Ezekiel 12:8-15. 

15 Cf, TV) Kings 2:9-12. 

116 Cf. IAV) Kings 4:42-44. 

17 Cf. IAV) Kings 3:16-20. 

118 Cf. TV) Kings 4:1-7. 

119 Cf. IV) Kings 4:38-41. 

120 Cf. IIAV) Kings 6:1-7. 

P! Le., Ezekiel, cf. Ezekiel 1:3. 
122 Ie., Elisha; cf. IIIV) Kings 2:9-12. 
123 Cf. Ezekiel 1:4-14. 

124 Cf. Ezekiel 1:26-28. 

125 Cf. Ezekiel 37:1-10. 
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VIRGINITY 


It is clear that the virgin Elisha cured the contaminated waters!*°. 


He blessed Jericho in her descendants", while the boys of Bethel he 
destroyed'^5. 

He purified Naaman the leper!’ 
leper”. 

In his life he brought a child to life?!, and in his death he raised up a 
corpse!>?, 


?- the clean Gehazi he turned into a 


CHASTITY 


This is clear, [my] brothers, that Anna, the daughter of Phanuel, in her 
chastity recognized the Son whom the people did not recognize in the 
holy Temple. 

She took him in her bosom and when she embraced him received the 
Spirit. 

She prophesied and proclaimed him fearlessly before His crucifiers!*”. 


VIRGINITY 


Since Daniel in his virginity was great in Babylon, 

where he interpreted the dream of the king!**, and he explained a second 
dream, 

He read the writing on the wall9, and became worthy of a vision of the 
Spirit". 


126 Cf. II(TV) Kings 2:19-22. 

127 Cf. HAV) Kings 2:22. 

128 Cf. II(TV) Kings 2:23-24. 

12 Cf. HAV) Kings 5:1-14. 

130 Cf. TII(TV) Kings 5:20-27. 

P! Cf. ITV) Kings 4:18-37, or 4:8-17. The referent here depends on the precise 
sense of 4bqnjy here; if it means ‘give life’ then the latter referent, where Elisha promised 
a child to the Shunammite woman, is to be preferred; if it means 'restore life,’ then the 
former referent, where Elisha restores the life of that same child who had died, is to be 
preferred. 

132 Cf. IIAV) Kings 13:20-21, pace Mercier who cites II Kings 4:26-37. 

133 Cf. Luke 2:36-38. 

134 Cf. Daniel 2:36-45. The verb here, funk, reflects the semitic idiom ‘to know a 
dream’ which is used of interpreting a dream. 

135 Cf. Daniel 4:19-27. 

136 Cf. Daniel 5:17-28. 

137 Cf. Daniel 7:1-28. 
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With his own eyes he saw an angel"; into the pit of lions he fell, yet he 
came out!*?. 


( CHASTITY ) 


Now who can recount the virtues of Paul, who was chaste? 

He was found worthy of the Apostolate and became worthy of a revela- 
tion, 

In a vision he entered Paradise; the blessed one!*! went into heaven!*?. 
He raised to life a dead youth!^? and preached the Gospel to the Gen- 
tiles!**. 


{ VIRGINITY } 


Who is capable of recounting those things that befell the virgin John 
who received the Spirit in the womb and who proclaimed his Lord 
within his mother?! 

He granted remission of debts in the baptism with which he baptized'!*. 
He was worthy to baptize his Lord!^' and he saw the descent of the 
Spirit: 


CHASTITY 


Let us take note of that which occurred to Simon in his chastity. 

For He made him the foundation of His church and appointed him to 
hold authority. 

He set him up as head of the Apostles and presented to him the keys of 
souls. 

He appointed him to pasture His flocks!* and He granted him to bind 
and loose, 


138 Cf. Daniel 8:15-17, 9:21-22, 10:5-6. 

139 Cf. Daniel 6:16-23. 

140 Cf. Acts 9:1-22, 22:6-21, 26:12-23, and cf. also, Galatians 1:1,15-17. 
141 A very common title in Syriac for Paul, the Apostle to the Gentiles. 
142 Cf. II Corinthians 12:1-4. 

H -CF Acts 20:9-12. 

144 Cf. Acts 9:15, 22:21, 26:23, and Galatians 1:16, et al. 

145 Cf. Luke 1:41-44. 

146 Cf. Luke 3:3, and parallels. 

147 Cf. Matthew 3:13-17 and parallels. 

148 Cf. John 1:32. 

14 Cf. John 21:15-17. 

150 Cf. Matthew 16:17-19. 
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VIRGINITY 


Come, look at virginity, how precious it was in John?!, 


who, when the other disciples were trembling, laid himself on the breast 
of the Son, 

so that from Him Chastity 
him. 

Then at dinner He revealed to him who would betray Him. 


152 might learn what had been hidden from 


CHASTITY 


Rather than looking at the virginity of John who was caressed, 

look at the chaste Simon, for he walked upon the water!*. 

He brought back to life the dead Tabitha'?, and put to death the living 
Ananias, 

He brought cures to the sick by his shadow!’ and by his belt'^5, 


VIRGINITY 


It is a simple thing that Virginity is great and precedes Chastity, 

for She gave birth to the Son!””, and gave Him milk to suck!®. 

At her feet [the Son] sat, and she gave Him His baths!!. 

She was beside Him on the cross!®, and saw Him at the resurrection'®. 


CHASTITY 


Be willing to learn, O Virginity, that the virgins among the prophets 


151 Hymns on Virginity 25 is devoted to John, the beloved disciple; cf. EPHREM, 1962, 
pp.88-94, and MCVEY, 1989, pp. 369-375. 

152 Le., Peter; cf. John 13:23-24. 

153 Cf. John 13:21-27. 

154 Cf. Matthew 14:29. 

155» Cf. Acts 9:36-41. 

15$ Cf. Acts 5:1-6. 

157 Cf. Acts 5:15. 

158 I can find no source where Simon Peter effects a cure wrought by his belt. In both 
the canonical Acts of the Apostles and the apocryphal Acts of Peter, all his cures are done 
simply by his word. 

19 Cf. Luke 2:7, and parallels. 

160 Cf. Luke 11:27, and parallels. 

161 Inexplicably, Mariés associates this line with Mary Magdalene, cf. EPHREM, 1961, 
p. 246, n.72; Ephrem is clearly referring to his mother by evoking common maternal 
images. 

162 Cf. John 19:25. 

163 Cf. Matthew 28:1-10, and parallels. 
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were inferior to Moses 
and [that] the virgins among the Apostles were inferior to Simon, 
for in both Testaments the chaste ones were the virtuous ones. 


VIRGINITY 


Why do you vaunt yourself above me!!9^ Read and see, O Chastity! 

If you are greater than I, as you suppose, 

then the marriage of Abraham's descendants is greater than you. 

But it is not that marriage 1s greater than you, nor you than I, 

but it is by their gifts, which we have recounted, that one is greater than 
the other. 


CHASTITY 


As you have just said, the chaste Paul is greater than the virgin John 
for he said *I have labored more than the Apostles who were before 
mee 

The chaste Moses is the greatest of the prophets, Simon is the greatest of 
the Apostles, 

not in conduct or in labors, but by the gifts that they received. 


{ VIRGINITY } 


But the labor of virginity is greater than [that of] chastity. 

Similarly, its recompense is greater according to that same labor. 

More praiseworthy is the one who preserved it with the angels and kept 
possession of it, 

while great is the woe of that one who lost it and thereby acquires eter- 
nal shame. 

If one wishes to labor with great toil, he will find it 


for there is nothing that is not easy for God to do, as it is written!®®, 


Grant, O Lord, a hand to the fallen that they might rise up from their 
fallen state. 

Grant, O Lord, a remedy to the injured that their wounds might be healed. 
And with the hyssop of your mercy may their stains become white!" 


164 Mercier rightly notes here that Virginity is here echoing the words of Psalm 35:26; 
cf. EPHREM, 1961, p. 55. 

165 I Corinthians 15:10. 

166 Cf Luke 1:37; Genesis 18:14. 

167 Cf. Psalm 51:7. 
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